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The number of universities offering English-medium instruction (EMI) programs is growing steadily 
in Japan. As of 2015, more than 40% of Japanese universities had some kind of EMI program. While 
some of these programs are designed for incoming international students, the majority are imple-
mented as part of a nationwide internationalization at home strategy, aimed at domestic, Japanese 
students. Most of these students are drawing on a background of standard high-school English clas-
ses, which often leaves them unprepared for the challenges of EMI. English-language teaching spe-
cialists attached to these EMI programs can play an important role in preparing these students for 
academic success as they make the transition from learning English to learning in English. Eng-
lish-language teaching specialists have to be aware of and support students’ needs related to their 
overall language proficiency level, as well as individual specific needs related to volume of reading, 
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with many universities making a transition from teaching English as a foreign language (EFL) to 
using English as the medium of instruction for mainstream academic content classes (Dearden, 2015; 
Macaro, 2015). English has been the medium of instruction in higher education in some former co-
lonial contexts for many years, and in other contexts, some universities have had limited use of Eng-
lish for visiting students or to serve the needs of expatriate communities (Brown, 2018a). However, 
EMI programs for mainstream students in countries without a history of English-medium education 
can be traced back to the 1980s. Universities in Northern Europe began some of the first EMI pro-
grams at that time (Coleman, 2006). The current rapid growth and widespread implementation of 
EMI began in the late 1990s and accelerated throughout the first decades of the 21st century 
(Wächter & Maiworm, 2008). 
The rapid growth in EMI was seen first in Europe and later in other parts of the world. In Asia, 
government and business leaders pushed for more EMI implementation as part of an overall strategy 
of internationalization of higher education (Walkinshaw, Fenton-Smith, & Humphreys, 2017). In 
Japan, the rapid growth of EMI started soon after the turn of the 21st century and as of 2015, more 
than 40% of universities were offering EMI classes and programs (MEXT, 2017), most targeting 
domestic students as part of an internationalization at home strategy (Brown, 2017b). This rapid 
growth can be characterized as problematic in some senses. A significant proportion of universities 
newly implementing EMI are operating on a superficial understanding of EMI and basing their deci-
sion making on unfounded assumptions about the ease of implementation and the level of commit-
ment and resources needed to make EMI programs successful (Brown, 2017a; Kuwamura, 2017). 
This paper explores these myths about EMI implementation and looks in detail at how language 
teaching faculty associated with EMI programs can play a role in shifting their universities towards a 
more realistic approach to the implementation of EMI.  
 
2. Myths about EMI Implementation    
The first myth surrounding EMI implementation is the idea that starting these new programs will be 
easy. It is a simple shift in the medium of instruction. Faculty members will simply switch to teach-
ing their classes in English. This idea is commonly seen in the literature in criticisms of EMI in Ja-
pan, with stakeholders portrayed as seeing EMI as a magic-bullet solution to the challenge of inter-
nationalization (see for example, Chapple, 2014; Hashimoto, 2005; Hamid, Nguyen, & Baldauf, 
2013; Le Ha, 2013; Kedzierski, 2016). The difficulties in implementing EMI and the resources 
needed to effectively plan and start EMI programs are not taken into account in planning decisions 
(Ng, 2017). Universities are often seen to rush to implement EMI (Morizumi, 2015), with a lack of 
long-term strategy (Bradford & Brown, 2017, 2018). Decision making based on this myth leads to a 
lack of preparation for both faculty members and students involved in EMI (Brown, 2017a, 2018b). 
This myth is also at the root of program-level structural issues in many cases of EMI implantation in 
Japan. Most EMI programs lack internal coherence and are not effectively integrated into the wider 
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university curriculum (Brown, 2017a, 2017b; Kudo & Hashimoto, 2011). Even when the university 
invests heavily in EMI implementation, parallel investment in the actual internationalization of the 
curriculum is often lacking (Takagi, 2013, 2017). 
A second, but strongly related myth suggests that EMI will automatically improve students’ 
language proficiency. That is, EMI can be a substitute for investments in EFL classes and programs. 
Looking at most definitions of EMI, it is not meant play a role in developing language proficiency 
(Brown & Bradford, 2017). For example in Japan, MEXT defines EMI as classes conducted entirely 
in English, excluding those whose primary aim is language instruction (MEXT, 2009a). However, in 
practice, EMI is often conflated with language learning, and program stakeholders base their deci-
sions on the simplistic assumption that participating in EMI classes will directly develop students’ 
language skills (Brown, 2017b; Chapple, 2014; Toh, 2013, 2016). Students themselves also often 
base their decision to join EMI classes on the same assumption (Kojima, 2016). In Japan, and in 
much of East Asia, EMI is seen as a “relatively simple and cheap solution to both the problems of 
internationalization and upgraded local language proficiency” (Hamid, Nguyen, & Baldauf, 2013, p. 
10). Even MEXT itself seems to be uncertain of the role of language in EMI. EMI is defined as apart 
from English-language teaching on the one hand, but it is also seen to be a language learning strate-
gy on the other hand.  
 
Amid ongoing globalization, in order to develop an educational environment 
where Japanese people can acquire the necessary English skills …, it is very 
important for Japanese universities to conduct lessons in English for (sic) a 
certain extent. (MEXT, 2009b, p.17). 
 
This notion that EMI directly promotes English-language proficiency is common in Japan and 
leads to a large number of EMI programs that do not effectively support students’ language devel-
opment (Brown, 20117a). It also leads to the success or failure of EMI programs being measured 
with students’ language-proficiency test scores (Brown, 2018b).  
 
3. The Reality of EMI Implementation 
EMI programs are often implemented based on the assumptions that the implementation will be rela-
tively simple and low-cost, and that the EMI classes can foster students’ language proficiency and 
thus be a substitute for EFL programs. In reality, the opposite is true. Effective EMI programs re-
quire additional investment of time and money in EFL classes. Students have general needs in terms 
of their overall language proficiency and specific needs in terms of the reading, speaking, vocabulary 
and academic skills that need to be addressed if they are to succeed in EMI.  
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3.1. Language Proficiency Needs for EMI 
Large-scale research on the connection between students’ language proficiency and academic out-
comes in EMI classes has not yet been conducted in Japan. However, concerns about this issue are 
common in the literature and the mass media. For example, some Japanese commentators doubt that 
typical undergraduates have sufficient English proficiency for EMI (Narita, 2013; Saito, 2013; 
Terashima, 2009). Studies of EMI programs in Japan have shown that many domestic students 
struggle with the linguistic challenges of EMI class work (Selzer & Gibson, 2009), and feel unpre-
pared with only high-school language classes as preparation (Taguchi & Naganuma, 2006). Many 
EMI program stakeholders report the language proficiency of domestic students as their single big-
gest concern in EMI program planning (Brown, 2017a). 
Findings from European and Middle Eastern contexts show that a proficiency level consistent 
with the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR) level of B2 is an adequate starting 
point for EMI success (Breeze, 2014; Breeze & Miller, 2008). Above this threshold level, variations 
in language proficiency have only a minor impact on academic outcomes and students’ academic 
performance is similar to students studying in first-language medium programs (Costa & Mariotti, 
2017; Hernandez-Nanclaresa & Jimenez-Munoz, 2015).  
Given CEFR B2 as a starting point, the number of incoming Japanese undergraduates likely to 
have that level of proficiency is of key interest to EMI planners. One possible source of data on the 
overall language proficiency of incoming university undergraduates is the semi-annual MEXT as-
sessment of language achievement in high school. The language proficiency benchmark set for high 
school students in Japan is the Test in Practical English Proficiency, commonly known as Eiken, 
pre-2 level test, which corresponds to CEFR A2. A 2015 review by MEXT showed that only 34% of 
high school graduates were thought to have achieved that level of English proficiency (MEXT, 
2016). Based on this, one assumes that a significantly lower number of high school graduates would 
have the much higher proficiency corresponding to CEFR B2. This implies that contrary to the as-
sumption that EMI improves students’ language proficiency, students need to improve their overall 
proficiency before beginning EMI.  
The small number of undergraduate students with the language proficiency needed to join EMI 
programs implies two possible solutions. One is a language proficiency benchmark. A program could 
set a benchmark level consistent with CEFR B2 and require all students entering EMI classes to 
meet that benchmark. This would limit EMI classes only to those students with the minimum profi-
ciency necessary to take advantage of EMI and send a clear message to both students and faculty 
about its rigors. However, in programs where EMI classes are required, setting such a benchmark 
upon entry into the program has the potential to disrupt normal admissions procedures, as students 
who cannot meet the specified test score will avoid even attempting the program’s entrance exam. 
Also, if the benchmark is set later in the program, if for example EMI classes start in the students’ 
second year, there is a potential for the benchmark to act as a wall rather than a hurdle. Students who 
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are unable to meet the benchmark will be unable to take the required EMI classes (Brown, 2018b). 
Perhaps for these reasons, language-proficiency benchmarks are somewhat uncommon in EMI pro-
grams. In a 2014 nation-wide survey, only one-quarter of EMI programs reported setting and en-
forcing a benchmark (Brown, 2017a).  
The other possible solution for the issue of low incoming language proficiency is a well devel-
oped language support program. Regardless of whether or not a benchmark is implemented, EMI 
programs need to invest in language preparation programs for students. If a university has an ambi-
tion to make EMI anything more than an elite stream, language support is a necessity.  
 
3.2. Specific Language Needs  
The literature on EMI in Japan has raised a number of specific language-related issues concerning 
domestic students in EMI. Language programs associated with EMI will need to address specific 
issues related to volume of reading, vocabulary, speaking and interaction, and academic skills.  
Reading is, of course, a key skill for university success and for students in EMI programs, the 
volume of required reading is often an issue. EMI classes are content class, and as such they are of-
ten based on reading of authentic texts, either from textbooks published abroad or from academic 
journals (Brown, 2018b). This can be problematic in terms of the volume of reading students are 
accustomed to. A review of best-selling English for Academic Purposes (EAP) texts from major pub-
lishers in Japan shows that even at the highest level, reading passages are often under 2,000 words. A 
similar review of academic texts used in EMI programs shows that a typical weekly reading load is 
on the order of 8,000 words. Even leaving aside the issues of authenticity, lexical density, and depth 
of content, the simple gap in length can be a challenge for students. This is especially true if students 
are taking more than one EMI class at a time, thereby doubling or tripling their reading load. Taguchi 
and Naganuma (2006) report that for domestic students in EMI programs, the volume of required 
reading is a particular problem. 
Language classes attached to EMI programs need to take this reading gap into account when 
they prepare students for the transition to EMI. Programs can work to increase students reading 
speed and reading fluency, two areas known to be problematic for Japanese students in academic 
reading (Iwai, 2008). Students should also be encouraged to take on a higher weekly reading load as 
they prepare for EMI. Teachers can provide additional reading in EAP classes to extend the amount 
of required reading. Extensive reading can also help. While extensive reading of graded material 
may not help with the issues of authenticity, lexical density, and depth, it does encourage fluent 
reading of longer texts. For example, a student reading the recommended pace of one book per week 
at the mid- to upper-range of a major publisher’s graded reader series will be reading between 
12,000 and 15,000 words per week. This can help acclimatize them to the demands of EMI reading.  
Vocabulary is related issue where EMI students have particular needs. Vocabulary knowledge is 
a necessary element of reading comprehension. It is estimated that learners need to have knowledge 
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of 98% of the words in a text in order to read and understand it unassisted (Schmitt, Jiang, & Grabe, 
2011). Japanese students tend to have gaps in vocabulary knowledge, even among high-frequency 
words (McLean, Hogg, & Kramer, 2014). In one examination of Japanese learners in EFL classes 
associated with an EMI program, Stoeckel (2018) found that incoming undergraduate students had 
very limited knowledge of frequently used academic vocabulary, as defined by the New Academic 
Word List (NAWL) (Browne, Culligan, & Phillips, 2014). The students also had significant gaps in 
their knowledge of high frequency general vocabulary, as defined by the New General Service Word 
List (NGSL) (Browne, 2014). Students also need support in developing their knowledge of disci-
pline-specific terms needed in their chosen field of study.  
A language learning program attached to EMI classes should have a systematic approach to vo-
cabulary learning. At a minimum, students have to master the NGSL and NAWL. It may also be 
worthwhile for language teachers to develop an in-house corpus of reading texts used in EMI. Con-
ducting a vocabulary analysis of such a corpus could help students immensely with their disci-
pline-specific vocabulary knowledge. However, care should be taken to not invest too much time 
and energy into vocabulary development beyond these basic minimums. Extending a student’s base 
of general vocabulary knowledge may not be a significant benefit for them in EMI programs. 
Uchihara and Harada (2018) have found no significant correlation between vocabulary size and aca-
demic outcomes for Japanese students in EMI contexts. An EFL program with limited resources may 
want to focus those resources elsewhere once minimum standards of vocabulary knowledge have 
been met.  
The need for spontaneous speech production in English is also an issue for many EMI students. 
A growing number of EMI programs are adopting active learning approaches and students are re-
quired to participate in interactive classes and lectures. Some EMI stakeholders report that domestic 
students are quite skilled in prepared speech, such as debate or formal presentations (Brown, 2018b). 
However, the demands of speaking spontaneously in interactive EMI classes is a particular problem 
for many domestic students (Igawa & Forrester, 2016; Suzuki, Harada, Eguchi, Kudo, & Moriya, 
2017). This is exacerbated when EMI programs mix domestic and international students (Tsuneyoshi, 
2005), which is fairly common at many Japanese universities (Shimauchi, 2016). 
Students preparing to join EMI classes will need particular support for their academic speaking 
skills. English-language classes will need to provide them with support and opportunities to develop 
their skills for academic discussion and participation in lectures and interactive classes.  
Related to this is the idea of overall academic preparedness. Brown and Adamson (2012) found 
that EAP programs preparing students for EMI course work need to shift from a language-oriented 
approach to an academic-literacy focus. Students in this study were lacking not only English profi-
ciency, but also general academic skills. The EAP program stakeholders had initially assumed they 
were helping students add a layer of language proficiency to existing academic skills. However, the 
academic skills themselves were underdeveloped, leading to a need for both language proficiency 
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and skill building.       
 
3.3. Consequences of Lack of Preparation 
Students who are unprepared for the realities of EMI can suffer consequences in both their academic 
results and overall motivation to study. Students lacking sufficient language proficiency cannot keep 
up with class contents and may understand as little as half of the contents of a lecture or authentic 
reading text (Kojima & Yashima, 2017). This leads to a rapid loss of motivation (Kojima, 2016) and 
a higher dropout rate than programs conducted in the students’ first language, with most of the 
dropouts being lower English-proficiency students (Hino, 2017; Selzer & Gibson, 2009).  
Importantly, this loss of motivation is not limited to the students’ experiences in EMI. Failure in 
EMI classes has a knock-on effect and students gradually lose their sense of autonomy, self-efficacy, 
and confidence in their own competency (Kojima, 2016). Domestic students who join EMI programs 
tend to be very excited and motivated initially (Kojima, 2016); however, if they are unsupported and 
unprepared for EMI, the consequences can be wide ranging.  
 
4. Models of Support 
Looking at EMI programs around Japan, there seem to be three basic models of lan-
guage-proficiency support for domestic EMI students. The first model is no model at all – it is a 
sink-or-swim approach. A 2014 survey of all EMI programs then running in Japan (Brown, 2017a) 
found that only 7% of responding universities had language-proficiency support for their domestic 
EMI students, and that only a quarter of EMI programs set an entry benchmark for lan-
guage-proficiency. Also, regular communication or coordination between EMI and EAP teachers 
was a feature of only a third of EMI programs.   
A second model seen in some EMI programs in Japan is an EAP program designed for domestic 
students to take before they begin EMI classes (Brown, 2017b). These programs are still relatively 
rare in Japan but are growing in popularity as established programs come to grips with the realities 
discussed above, or newly forming programs learn from the experiences of others through the rapid-
ly growing literature on EMI in Japan. In these programs students take intensive or semi-intensive 
EAP classes to prepare for EMI. In some cases, Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL) is 
used to give students an experience of using English as an academic language before they begin 
EMI.  
The third, and much less common, model of preparation is an overlapping model. As in the sec-
ond model, domestic students take an intensive or semi-intensive EAP program before joining EMI 
classes. However, the EAP program does not end when EMI classes begin. There is an overlap peri-
od where EAP support continues alongside of, and coordinated with, EMI classes. There may be 
coordination between EMI and EAP teachers, or some EMI classes may be team-taught by content 
and language specialists (see for example Brown, 2018b; Iyobe & Li, 2013, 2017). CLIL classes 
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taught by language specialists can also be used as a bridge to support students as they transition from 
EAP to EMI. This type of overlapping support is highly recommended (see for example Barrios, 
Lopez-Gutiereza, & Lechuga, 2016; Brown, 2018b; Marsh, Pavon-Vasquez, & Frigols Martin, 2013) 
because the students’ need for language-proficiency support does not come to an end when EMI be-
gins. In fact, it is at this point of transition when the students themselves first notice how much sup-
port they actually need. Since EMI classes tend to not provide such support, continuing the EAP 
program alongside the EMI classes is the best option. In Japan, this kind of overlapping lan-
guage-proficiency support is still very rare, perhaps due to the difficulty in coordination between 
language and content specialists (Brown, 2017b, 2018b; Ng, 2017).    
 
4. Conclusion 
While popular, a sink-or-swim approach to EMI preparation is obviously not ideal. EMI programs 
have to come to grips with the realities of EMI implementation and their incoming students’ needs. 
Language courses linked to EMI programs have to take into account students’ overall language pro-
ficiency and their specific language needs as they work to help domestic students make the transition 
from learning English to learning in English.  
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